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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
The entire scenario of agriculture has changed
since this time last year. Instead of looking at options
for getting out of farming, many of you are now taking
an aggressive approach toward staying in. I know that
statement leaves out some people who either were
getting out anyway because of retirement or other
logical reasons; and those who would have stayed in
till the bitter end regardless of the situation.
There are however, those who are business
people first and farmers second who were seriously
looking for the EXIT sign a few months ago. Now the
prospects look better; so let’s get back to the
“business” of farming. Profitability now looks likely,
whereas before it was unlikely; so let’s put away the
suitcases and get ready to stay a while.
Cotton:

Last year at this time, I started the Field Crops
Newsletter with the cotton section just as I am doing
here. I did that because I was deceiving myself into
thinking that you folks still wanted to read about this
crop that at the time appeared to be headed down the
same road that the mules went in the 1950’s. That has
changed now; and most of us are still having trouble
digesting it.
We hear comments to the effect that this
resurgence in cotton is temporary; and that we can’t
afford to allow this situation to tempt us into making
rash decisions to get back in it. I certainly can’t
suggest this is incorrect; but then why not give it a try
at least. Of course the trial return to cotton is not a
good option for those who have divested themselves of
their cotton equipment; but for those who were “stuck”
with pickers, module builders, boll buggies, and maybe
even some stock in a gin somewhere, going back to
cotton is a viable option. You might even consider
sharing that rusting equipment with a neighbor who
sold all of his cotton equipment but wants to plant
some cotton too. It’s just a thought, for what it’s
worth.
I think we all know that overall the 2010
cotton crop was exceptional. As always, there were
areas where the magic did not happen for one reason or
another; and there were areas that made more cotton
than even granddaddy ever did. And when you
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consider that the stories about the yields that were
made in the past have had decades to increase in our
memories, that’s saying a lot. And on top of that, the
quality was exceptional too.
The idea of “Dollar Cotton”, made infamous
by John Faulkner, has now been superseded by $1.50
cotton. However, very few people were able to sell for
that high price, or anything close to it since they sold
when prices approached $0.80 because that was about
as good as they had seen. I saw more cotton being
scrapped this year than in many years; and much of
that was driven by the desire to have a few bales to sell
for those fantastic prices. I talked to one grower who
put his last five bales on a trailer because it was not
enough to make a module. The gin did not run it until
they finished all their modules; and he had already sold
everything else in the seventy cent range. He got
almost $1.40 for those last five bales; and realized that
had he sold the whole crop for that he would have
received almost another $100K from about 300 acres
of really good cotton. Talking about sick; you know
how that feels. I expect some of you could add some
more zeroes to that story; but then we can’t cry over
“spilt” milk.
I could get into some of the agronomic side of
cotton; but you’ve heard all of that before and will
probably hear it again before planting time from me
and others. As we all know, the problem is not
knowing what to do, it’s doing what we know to do.
You know how to grow this crop that has been here
since Virginia native Dr. Haller Nutt brought it to
Rodney and hooked a steam engine to Eli Whitney’s
cotton gin before 1820. Dr. Nutt solved some of the
problems with growing cotton then; but today we have
other problems that are just as challenging, not the least
of which is that everybody else seems to be better at
getting the money out of it than we are.
The big item of discussion in cotton for as
long as I can recall has been how to get a better price
for it. Well, we really can’t use that excuse anymore;
but now we have to figure out how to keep from
spending all of what we get so there will be something
left for us. Ironically, this is the same problem we’ve
had all along. We still have to figure out how to use
less fuel, employ fewer people, buy less equipment or
make what we have do the job while at the same time

improving yields and quality. Sound familiar? No
wonder some of you are hesitant to get back in cotton
since it’s still not easy.
The grains are easier; but somehow it just
does not seem right to see all grains and no cotton. Is it
possible that we might actually have to go back to the
more demanding season-long intensity we lived with
before corn and soybeans became the norm? There are
much worse things; and it seems that I can recall that
we really enjoyed growing cotton when it offered the
opportunity to make a decent profit. For some, it was
almost as much fun as gambling. It can still be fun –
all we have to do is play our cards right.
Corn:

Corn seems to be the odd man out right now;
and that’s a little hard to accept given all the popularity
it has enjoyed since the mid 1990’s and the prices
being offered. Several things seem to be a fault here,
including the tightening up of standards at elevators
and feed mills, along with basis charges that seem to
get larger every year, especially during the harvest
crunch period. I’m sure there may be at least partial
explanations for some of these things; but the bottom
line is that people are tired of the problems they’ve
been having with the crop, even after producing good
yields. Looking at it from the other side of the fence,
from the viewpoint of the buyers it may seem that we
were spoiled to being allowed to get away with things
that were not allowed in other corn-growing areas; but
then I expect these same issues are being discussed
there too.
We grow corn very well here. In fact our
yields have rivaled or exceeded many of the traditional
corn production areas of the nation. We use a lot of
corn in our poultry, livestock, and aquaculture
industries; and the pressure to produce more ethanol
will likely become an even more important part of corn
demand as fuel prices continue to move north of $3 per
gallon.
As for agronomic considerations in corn, my
primary concern is that the recharge of soil moisture is
lagging behind 2010. We were all amazed at how the
2010 crop was able to produce respectable dryland
yields with only a few localized showers. Those who
missed those few rains will quickly attest to the fact
that even with better than usual soil moisture storage
corn yields were disappointing unless you got a little
rain at the right time. Should we begin the season with
a mediocre or poor soil recharge we may struggle for
moisture in corn where irrigation is not available.
There are some veteran agronomists who feel we will
get adequate recharge; and I sincerely hope they are
correct.
We have discussed varieties, and many have
already placed seed orders. The underlying principle in

variety selection has not changed, in that we should
plant the most stress tolerant varieties that have proven
themselves in recent years. This is not the year to be
talked into growing a brand new variety that has not
been proven on actual farms here in the South.
Early planting will likely be more important
this year than in recent years since we need to place
more emphasis on getting the crop matured before the
traditionally hot and dry periods arrive. I realize that
most of you will remind me that we reached that point
in mid June in 2010; but we must hope (and pray) that
scenario does not repeat itself in 2011. This means that
we need to begin planting corn by around the middle of
March in most of this area if possible. In the past I
have suggested that when this early planting window is
missed we should consider waiting for a second
planting window near the end of April so that this later
corn will reach the critical reproductive stage at the
time we usually receive our July rains. This year I am
going to temper that suggestion because of the
likelihood of less rainfall during that period. I know
this sounds odd; but for this year my suggestion is to
plant as early as possible when soil temperature
approaches the minimum of 55○ F.
Planting depth may be especially important
this year since we need to make sure the nodal roots
emerge below the soil surface and become capable of
their best use in the uptake of water and nutrients.
Shallow planting may seem tempting, especially when
planting in soils that are cooler than we would prefer;
but the depth of roots may be a bigger issue this year
than usual. I feel this may have been an issue in some
of the reduced yields we saw last year; and was
brought on to some degree by planting into fresh
seedbeds that were reduced in height by heavy rains.
When the top of the bed was washed off into the
middles, actual seed depth was reduced; and in some
cases the nodal roots emerged an inch or more above
the soil surface. When planting into freshly tilled
seedbeds, we may need to add at least an additional
half inch to the planting depth in an effort to offset this
problem. Sure, we will see corn emerging a little
slower as a result; but the drought tolerance that may
be derived by this may prove critical later.
I don’t think I need to go through all the
discussion about populations, uniform spacing, row
width, the justification for insecticide seed treatments,
and drainage. If you have not accepted these principles
by now then my repeating them will not help. Please
avoid planting flat, especially on low lying bottomland
fields. We may argue that planting flat is OK for
sloping fields in some cases; but it’s just a fact of life
that corn prefers a bed since they warm up quicker.
When rains arrive the seed planted in beds do not
remain in a saturated condition for very long.

While no-tillage is my favorite way of
planting corn, you must live by a soil thermometer to
get the best results planting early in no-till. When you
see your neighbor planting his tilled fields, check your
soil temperature before following suit. Believe it or
not, your no-till corn will mature only a little later than
in tilled soil if you will wait for the soil to reach at least
55○ F at a two inch depth around 8AM. Don’t cheat
and wait until 10AM to check it. No-till soil warms up
slower for two good reasons: first it holds more of the
water that you will need later, and second the mulch
that is usually reduces the rate of warming by around
three or four degrees (F).
I realize there are situations where you feel
tillage is needed; but in a year when rainfall may be
lower than usual due to fairly predictable weather
patterns it may be “prudent” to make an effort to
preserve as much stored water as possible. At the same
time, I hope that I am wrong and that we get timely
rains all season long. We’re talking about weather
here, not something you can bet your last nickel on. I
know that for some the idea of giving any credence to
long term weather forecasting is a little much; and that
we can’t run farming operations by what we think the
weather will do. However, when we see these cycles
that have been documented along with their effects it’s
hard to ignore. Corn is so dependent upon water
availability that any significant deviation in rainfall is
important. Check out the information for yourself at
the agroclimatel.org website. This website is
maintained by the Southeastern Weather Consortium
which includes Alabama. I wish that MS was included
in this program; but then weather does not know where
the state line is located.
Soybeans:
We are again without a state Extension
Soybean Specialist since Dr. Trey Koger recently
accepted an industry position. Congratulations to him
for this apparent advancement in his career. I hope that
we can soon get new leadership in place for this very
important statewide responsibility so that our programs
in verification and variety testing can continue.
Most of the comments I have made in the corn
section will apply equally well for soybeans. I feel that
the extensive work done through the years by Dr. Larry
Heatherly, Dr. Alan Blain, and others to prove the
worth of the Early Soybean Planting System (ESPS) is
even more valuable today since it has been proven by
the test of time. As with any practice, it has its times
for doubt; as was the case with the 2009 crop that was
severely damaged by heavy rains during and following
the growing season.
The 2009 crop caused some to have second
thoughts about some of the principles of ESPS,
especially the planting of mid to late MG4 varieties.

Consequently, some have returned to planting a lot of
mid to late MG5 soybean varieties. These are fine
varieties; however their “Achilles Heel” is that the
length of time they are exposed to all the problems in
soybean production are weeks longer than for mid to
late MG4 varieties. These later varieties must endure
more exposure to variable weather, insects, and
diseases; and other forms of risk without any consistent
or significant increase in yield. This is my own
opinion; so please take it for what that’s worth. If you
like the “fives” and they perform well for you, by all
means plant them; but I feel we are exposing ourselves
to unnecessary risk with them. Should the concern
over reduced soil moisture reserves prove to be a
reality in mid-summer this year the MG4 varieties
should have a better chance to fill pods before the
water is gone. You may think I’m like Chicken Little
yelling that “the sky is falling”; but in areas where we
can’t irrigate this is something to think about.
If you read some of the other stuff I send out,
you may have seen the December 13, 2010 Field Notes
that was about “unexpected effects” of glyphosate
herbicide. I had picked up on some of the work that
has been by Dr. Don Huber at Purdue University, and
others, both here in the U.S. and in other countries.
The take home message of that piece was that
glyphosate may not be as “innocent” as we thought
with regard to its tolerance to RR and GT crops, and to
other crops grown in rotation on the same fields. I
hope you will watch for indications of this during the
season this year. Look for soybeans that show
yellowing for no apparent reason, and that fail to yield
well even though soil fertility and management have
been good. Please let me know if you see questionable
situations so we can try and document what may be
happening. I want to look at a few things that may help
to offset this problem so that we can continue to use the
products and technologies that have so greatly
increased production efficiency.
Wheat:

I doubt that wheat has been making much
visible progress during the last month because of the
cold weather. Several people called with concern that
freezing soil might damage their wheat; but so far I
have not seen any problems. The issue of “heaving” is
a possibility for wheat; and it can cause damage to
stands if conditions are right for this phenomenon to
occur. For those who are not familiar with this it
simply means that the water in the upper part of the soil
and around the roots of wheat plants freezes into
crystals that elongate vertically and can push roots out
of the soil. These ice crystal columns actually “grow”
out of wet soil; and are capable of pushing small
seedlings out at the same time. The photo below shows
how ice crystals can erupt from the soil, forcing the

surface soil layer upward. We most commonly see this
in recently disturbed soil on construction sites and
along roads; but under the right set of circumstances it
can happen in fields. So far I have not seen this or
heard any reports about heaving in this area.

Figure 1. Frost heaving

One thing I don’t believe we have to be
concerned about is vernalization. We have received
enough chilling to vernalize almost any variety of
wheat that might be planted in this area. This of course
means that we can expect it to produce heads normally.
We actually had a problem with this last year in some
wheat that was planted in early spring and was not
exposed to enough cold weather to uniformly trigger it
into the reproductive stage.
January is half gone, and in another about
another 3 to 5 weeks our wheat will probably begin its
first “green-up”; and it will begin growing rapidly and
extending tillers that will later produce heads. When
the crop reaches this stage we refer to it as having
reached Feekes Stage 5. At this time we need to
evaluate the stand again, and determine how well the
crop is progressing with regard to tillering and overall
growth. If the stand looks good and tillers are
developing well, we probably need to apply only about
one third of the nitrogen, remembering that around two
pounds of N are required to produce a bushel of wheat.
When the stand looks weak, you probably should apply
more, or around half of your total N at this time.
If you want to shoot for 60 bushel wheat you
will need a total of around 120 pounds of actual N per
acre. A third of that is then 40 pounds. A good shot
when plants appear to growing well would be 100
pounds of urea which contains 45 pounds of actual N.
When the crop does not show good early season
growth then raise that rate to around 150 pounds of
urea per acre.
The addition of Agrotain urease inhibitor has
been recommended for use with fertilizers containing
urea; and this is a good idea to reduce the chance of
losing part of your N. At the cost of nitrogen these
days, it’s a lot easier to justify the cost of Agrotain at
about 10% the price of the urea itself. If it will prevent
the loss of 10% of the N in a ton of urea the Agrotain
cost is justified. If you apply urea during a fairly warm
period and the soil surface is damp you could

conceivably lose that much in a day or two. The urease
inhibitor just gives the N time to get attached to the soil
before it floats away as ammonia.
Following green-up is also the time to begin
scouting for drainage problems caused by clogged
water furrows; and for weeds, diseases, and insects. I
have sent out several copies of my scouting file; and if
you need that let me know. Disease pressure will
likely not increase much until we begin to get some
consistently warm weather in April; but an occasional
walk through the field will be good exercise and you
will be more familiar with the crop as it develops. The
second nitrogen application should be made about the
time the “joint” moves; and in some cases a final shot
of either urea or ammonium sulfate may be justified in
the early boot stage. The last month or so prior to
harvest is very important with regard to disease and
insect scouting, especially if you are shooting for high
yields. Call if you need a second opinion on any of the
things you see out there.
In Conclusion:
There are so many things to think about this
time of year, especially now that it looks like we may
receive respectable prices for what we grow. There is
no way I can cover all the bases here. An entire letter
or more could be devoted to the issue of herbicide
resistance; but I will leave that for another time with
the hope that you will address that problem
appropriately with the information being provided from
many other sources. This would be a good time to
attend some of the meetings that are scheduled, just to
refresh your mind and get new ideas. Some of these
are as follows:
-

-

Delta Expo at Cleveland – Jan. 18 and 19
Farm Bureau Winter Commodity Conf. at the Farm
Bureau Federation Building in Jackson – Jan.20, 21.
Livestock and Forestry portion 1PM to 5PM on the 20th,
and Crops and Aquaculture portion 8AM to 12:00 on 21st.
Conservation Systems Cotton and Rice Conference,
Crown Plaza, Baton Rouge, LA, Feb. 1-2.
MS Peanut Growers Mtg. Hattiesburg. Forrest Co.
Extension Office. Thursday, Feb. 3, 8AM-2PM.
Mid-South Farm and Gin Show, Cook Conv. Center,
Memphis, TN, Feb. 25-26.

I will probably see some of you at one or
more of these events; but if not I will see you on a
turnrow somewhere.
Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernie

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agronomist

